
[image: cover]




[image: cover]




Acknowledgements

AVERY SPECIAL THANK you to Margaret’s great friend Damaris Hayman, for sharing her memories with me.

I am much indebted to Rod Clare, Kelly Wooten and Richenel Ansano, Special Collections, Duke University, Malcolm Troup, Adrian Brown, Trish Hayes (BBC Written Archive Centre, Caversham Park, Reading), Mark Cardale, Mark Stevens, Senior Archivist, Berkshire Record Office, Kelly Jones (Wimbledon High School) and Mark Whiston. Their encouragement and enthusiastic participation have provided me with a wealth of information.

I am also grateful to the late Ken Annakin, Elroy Ashmore, the late Frith Banbury, Keith Baxter, David Benn, Melissa Benn, Tony Benn, Bradley Bolke, Celia Bannerman, Claire Bloom, Richard Briers, Peter Brook, Adrian Brown, Jess Campbell, Scott Carpenter, Petula Clark, Anna Evans (Chichester Festival Theatre), Irene Garland (Anglo-Norse Society) Geoffrey Green, Noel Hess, James Hogg, Mark Jones, Tessa Kulik, Ruth Leon, Roger Lewis, Philip Lowrie, Anna Massey, Francis Matthews, Virginia McKenna, Michael Noakes, Judy Parfitt, Nicholas Parsons, Muriel Pavlow, Ian Payne, Dan Peat, Josette Portelli (Manoel Theatre), Robert Ross, Rosy Runciman (Archivist, Cameron Mackintosh Ltd), Peter Sallis, Lyn Scrimshaw, Shirley Segal, Donald Sinden, Nina Soufy, John Standing, Sarah Stead, Clive Swift, Antony Worrall Thompson, Angela Thorne, Alan Travis, John Stuart-Webb, Benjamin Whitrow and Terry Young.

Thanks to the Staff at the V&A Theatre Archive, the BFI National Archive, Kristy Davis, Archive Officer, Mander and Mitchenson Theatre Collection, Gerry McArdle, Historical Disclosures, Army Personnel Centre and Sandra, Hilary and Lai-ming at Alexandra Park Library.

A particular mention must go to Daniel Merriman for his various contributions to the book and much appreciation to all the Merriman clan for allowing Miss Rutherford to join our household for a year.

Last, to Graham Coster, Dan Steward and Lydia Harley for their help and guidance.





CONTENTS

     Title Page

     Acknowledgements

     Preface



  1 Murder at Matlock

  2 Articulation and Arpeggios

  3 A Member of the Strolling Tribe

  4 The Smell of the Ectoplasm, the Roar of the Crowd

  5 Taking the Plunge

  6 In the Name of Thespis

  7 A Banquet of Acting

  8 A Most Refreshing Hobby

  9 Melancholia, Mania and Comedy

10 A Question of Taking Pains

11 Of Arab Princes, Transsexuals and Hollywood Stars

12 And the Awards Go to …

13 A Stout-Hearted Sleuth

14 The Very Pineapple of Politeness

15 Going Dark



     Epilogue

     Performance Credits

     Select Bibliography

     Index

     About the Author

     Copyright




Preface

‘ALTHOUGH YOU’VE NEVER tried to be a glamour girl,’ breathy BBC journalist Wendy Jones asked Margaret Rutherford in a radio interview in 1964, ‘would you say your face is your fortune?’

After a beat – Rutherford’s timing was always impeccable – the actress replied, ‘Oh well … yes … I suppose I have to admit that my five chins may have something to do with it, and all the wrinkles that I have.’

It was, of course, her physiognomy and startling physicality that always drew attention to her performances. Indeed, no character actress has generated such an outpouring of descriptive pronouncements. It seems that Margaret Rutherford’s very appearance gave journalists and critics licence to unleash unfettered metaphors and similes: she was depicted variously as a ‘spaniel-jowled actress’, a ‘splendidly padded windmill’, a ‘dreadnought with good manners’ and a ‘glorious galleon in full sail firing salvos at all who crossed her bow’. One critic was even quoted as saying, ‘If you hung the face of Margaret Rutherford on the side of the Notre Dame Cathedral she would make all the other gargoyles look like Audrey Hepburn. It is quite the ugliest old ragbag of a face you have ever seen.’

Rutherford herself was philosophical about the looks that the Good Lord had bestowed on her: ‘If you have a face like mine, the thing is to learn to live with it and come to terms with it. This, I think, I have managed, and it has, after all, been rather good to me. The Americans called my face “an English muffin”. It’s true the nose is rather insignificant, one half of my mouth does not seem to work and would benefit by a little stretching; the lips have little body to them.’

A glamour girl she wasn’t. A great actress she was.



Although Margaret Rutherford didn’t make her first professional appearance until she was 33 and had to wait for nearly a decade for her West End debut in Hervey House at His Majesty’s Theatre, Haymarket, like vintage champagne, when finally uncorked she came fizzing out of the bottle effervescent and inebriating.

She subsequently graced the theatre and the silver screen for over thirty years, and remains one of Britain’s most popular actresses. She appeared in over forty films and was the highest earning British actress at MGM. In the late 1950s, she was voted one of the top ten box office stars of all time by the Motion Picture Herald Fame Poll, and in 1963 was awarded an Oscar for her role as supporting actress in The VIPs. She was much loved as Agatha Christie’s famous sleuth, Miss Marple, in a quartet of films in the 1960s. It is also providential that she reprised on film a number of her celebrated stage appearances, which have thus been saved for posterity: her performances in Aunt Clara, The Happiest Days of Your Life, The Importance of Being Earnest and, of course, perhaps her most celebrated incarnation, as Madam Arcati in Blithe Spirit.

Margaret Rutherford’s appeal has always been universal, as friend and writer Eric Keown recognised half a century ago: ‘Most well known actresses fan a glow in only a particular section of the community. Some seem born to be the pin-up girls of the fifth-form study and it is easy to think of some clearly destined for the walls of the cavalry mess, and again of others whose natural gallery, if anywhere, would be the library of the Athenaeum. But Margaret Rutherford’s gently rugged features know no vetoes. She appeals to all ages. Her comic genius dissolves elder statesmen and barrow boys, lorgnetted dowagers and the sternest critics in pretty frocks.’

She was formidable and yet sympathetic, fierce and yet human, and her background in elocution imbued the delivery of her dialogue with meticulousness and zest. She had the capacity in her repertoire for taking the character to its limit without overdoing it, and always used great judgement and consideration in tackling a part.

The drama critic and journalist J.C. Trewin remarked, ‘When you have seen any performance by Margaret Rutherford you are certain to remember it. Those penetrating eyes, that quick, spring-heeled voice, remain in mind. She is, in the best sense of the word, an attacking comedienne, one with a flash bulb effect. Immediately she appears you realise that she has the gift, so vital to an actress, of establishing her character at once; there is no need for her to mess about, to play herself in.’

Inevitably Rutherford wished to be an actress in the grand tradition. ‘How I would love to have been a great traditional actress like Bernhardt, Duse or Ellen Terry. There have been so many parts I yearned to play … there is a twinge of regret that I was typed for scatty types so often and therefore have not had the chance to tackle some of the serious major roles that I would have liked.’ And yet acting for her could be a wondrous divertissement: ‘All I wish to do is to take a back seat, to retire behind the personality of the part I am playing. There is a wonderful escapism in acting. When you are sick of yourself or of the futilities of life, it is marvellously refreshing to partake of the nature and life-blood of another being and forget yourself completely.’

And there was, indeed, much in her personal life from which to escape. Throughout her life, Margaret Rutherford was haunted by the spectre of mental illness, the suicide of her mother and a murder in her family which was kept secret. Hers was an existence shrouded in mystery and deceit. Rutherford herself suffered from manic depression – nowadays known as bipolar disorder – which at different times necessitated medication, institutionalisation and electroconvulsive therapy. She required regular rest cures from her self-diagnosed bouts of melancholia. Invariably she would recover temporarily, and to paraphrase one of her favourite creations, Miss Muriel Whitchurch in The Happiest Days of Your Life, take stock, ‘and then into the fray like giant refreshed’.

The line between eccentricity and madness can be narrowly drawn, but Miss Rutherford always refused to play characters that she thought were of unsound mind. On the other hand, many of her characters over the years were described as ‘inimitable’, ‘quirky’, ‘whimsical’ and, most frequently, ‘dotty’. In regard to the eccentric label, both on and offstage, Rutherford stated, ‘I hope I am an individual. I suppose an eccentric is a super individual. Perhaps an eccentric is just off centre. But that contradicts a belief of mine that we have got to be centrifugal – diversified.’ The irony was, of course, that Margaret Rutherford created the most hilarious eccentric onstage and bested any other actress in that role. Her sense of fashion offstage did nothing to diminish the eccentric persona, for she favoured billowing cloaks, colourful dress patterns and loud costume jewellery. But this was no affectation – she was merely being herself.

Rutherford did discover some happiness in her personal life, marrying late to actor Stringer Davis, whom she had known previously for fifteen years. She later ensured, through contractual obligation, that he appeared in most of her theatrical and film productions. Although not exactly a union of convenience – he cared for her devotedly for over 25 years throughout the vicissitudes of her life – there was a suggestion that Stringer was not rampantly heterosexual. Writer Matthew Sweet described it delicately as the existence of ‘a touch of lavender in the marriage’.

Throughout her life, Rutherford was attracted to gentle, effete men, professionally, socially and romantically. The lack of a father figure or male role model during her formative years, other than uncles and cousins, may have had an effect on her somewhat quixotic choices of suitors.

Margaret Rutherford was the tenderest of friends with a most generous nature, and was drawn to people whom she perceived as being different and in need of protection. A somewhat naïve collector of waifs and strays, she befriended a mercurial Jordanian Prince and lavished gifts and kindness on a number of ‘hangers-on’. Her relationship with Dawn Langley Simmons, a transsexual who claimed to be adopted by the actress and wrote a self-serving biography of ‘Mother Rutherford’, was based on a major deceit.

Margaret Rutherford may have been unsophisticated and unworldly but she possessed a strong moral creed, born from her religious beliefs. Selflessly loyal, an enthusiastic charity worker and unlikely prison visitor, she knew what was right and what was wrong. Her close friend, actor and writer Robert Morley, said, ‘Margaret Rutherford was everyone’s Maiden Aunt … a woman of enormous integrity who acted naturally – once she found out where the laughs were she never let up. She was like a bulldog in a way. She fastened her teeth into a script and she never varied and was always frightfully funny.’




ONE

Murder at Matlock


‘A man’s dying is more the survivors’ affair than his own.’

THOMAS MANN



ATRAGIC EVENT IN the Rutherford family history which was to torment the actress throughout her life actually occurred nearly a decade before Margaret’s birth: a grisly murder, far more bloody than any she was to investigate in her later guise as Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple and committed by a man in the throes of a psychotic breakdown. The perpetrator was her father, William Benn, and the victim was his own father, Margaret’s grandfather, Rev. Julius Benn.

The Reverend Benn, who was born in 1826, was originally a schoolmaster before joining the London City Mission. He became involved in the institution of reformatories and then took charge of the first such school in England. In 1868 he became pastor of Old Gravel Lane Congregational Meeting House in Wapping, East London, and it was reported in a tribute following his death that ‘his labours on behalf of the poor and vicious in that district were unremitting’.

His wife, Ann, bore him eight children, the eldest of which was Sir John Williams Benn, grandfather of veteran politician Tony Benn, MP. William Rutherford Benn was born in 1855 and was, according to Tony’s brother, David, ‘in some way, the most civilised and educated of all the Benns’. He spoke several languages, was an accomplished poet and worked as a journalist and, in the words of the 1891 census, ‘translator of languages’. In her somewhat hazy autobiography,* Margaret romantically described him as ‘a traveller in silks in India’.

William Rutherford Benn and Florence Nicholson were married at All Saints Church, Wandsworth, on 16 December 1882. Only one member of the Nicholson family attended: Florence’s sister, Bessie, who acted as bridesmaid. Both Florence’s parents were dead and another sister had drowned herself some years before.

The honeymoon and first few weeks of marriage were by no means a period of wedded bliss. William fell ill with depression, and there is some suggestion that this was caused by his failure to consummate the union. Exactly a month after the wedding, William was admitted to the Bethnal House Lunatic Asylum. Medical reports at the time described him as suffering from ‘depression alternating with unusual excitement and irritability’.

Within a few weeks his condition had improved, and the attending doctors advised that he could be discharged. The family felt that he should not return to Florence, but that ‘a rest cure in the country’ would be beneficial. With the necessary paperwork completed, William’s father, Julius, decided that the two of them should take a trip to the picturesque spa town of Matlock, Derbyshire.

On 27 February 1883, father and son arrived at their destination and took apartments at a Mrs Marchant’s house in the Chesterfield Road, Matlock Bridge. ‘Both men were abstemious – nothing in William Benn’s conduct betrayed that he was in the slightest degree of unsound mind,’ reported the Derby Daily Telegraph. ‘He and his father were on the most affectionate terms and appeared to be very attached to each other. They were in the habit of taking long walks with each other and appeared to enjoy local sights. All went most happily until Sunday morning, the 4th March.’

Suspicions were aroused by noises emanating from their room and the fact that neither of the gentlemen had appeared for breakfast or lunch. ‘Mrs Marchant, accompanied by her husband, entered the Benns’ room to find William Benn, his night shirt covered in blood, pointing to his father, who lay on the bed quite dead.’

It was assumed that the blow had been struck while the reverend was asleep, as there were no signs of a struggle. The deadly weapon, an earthenware chamber pot, was stained with blood, but had not been broken or chipped by the force of the blow.

Within two days the story had reached the national newspapers. An article in The Times on the 6 March reported, ‘On Sunday morning a scuffle was heard in their room, and the door being opened, the father was found dead with his skull battered in, and the son with his throat cut. The young man now lies in the infirmary at Derby. He appears to be quite unconcerned and it is stated that he acknowledged having killed his father. The wound to his throat, which appears to have been self-inflicted, is not serious, and the doctors at the infirmary stated last night that there was no danger of fatal consequences, but that in a short time the patient will be fit to be moved. Yesterday afternoon … an inquest was opened and adjourned. It is stated that the son William Benn has been for some time in a lunatic asylum and has only recently been set free; and that his father had intended again to place him under restraint in the hands of some responsible person at Matlock.’

William made what seems to have been another desperate attempt to commit suicide several days later in Derby infirmary. While Police Constable Alexander was putting on his boots prior to being relieved of his duty, William threw himself through the window. Despite falling over twenty feet and suffering back injuries and cuts, he was not seriously injured, and was recaptured.

Following the arrest, William’s devoted brother, John, who in 1892 would become the Liberal Member of Parliament for Tower Hamlets, hurried to Matlock for the inquest in an attempt to convince the coroner that William was insane. However, the jury decided unanimously that Julius Benn was ‘wilfully murdered by his son, William Rutherford Benn’. William was committed to the mercy of the Derbyshire Assizes where, if found guilty, he would be sentenced to death by hanging.

William’s mental condition further deteriorated, and in another appearance before The Honourable W.M. Jervis he was quite incoherent, referring to the magistrate as ‘Pontius Pilate’. The Home Secretary, William Harcourt, ordered Benn’s removal to Broadmoor and declared that ‘the case against him has been abandoned.’ On 6 April 1883, William Benn was removed to the infamous criminal asylum, where doctors concluded that he would never recover his sanity.

Meanwhile, a memorial fund was set up to support the widow and dependent children. A large committee of local ministers and dignitaries, including Thomas John Barnardo, founder of the children’s homes, convened to enlist the help of the Reverend’s parishioners and local residents, who also contributed to the fund.



On 26 July 1890, following a period of seven years in Broadmoor, William was discharged to the care of Florence. His devoted wife, who had acquired a lease on a house in Balham, south London, had never given up hope of being re-united with her husband and had written to him regularly. Although they had been married for nearly eight years, the couple had spent only a few brief unhappy weeks together, and clearly must have rekindled their relationship with some trepidation. Because of the family’s status and the public knowledge of the murder, William had now changed his name by deed poll to William Rutherford, adopting his middle name as his surname.

There is no question that this time the marriage was consummated; their daughter, Margaret Taylor Rutherford, was born on 11 May 1892 at 15 Dornton Road, situated on the edge of Tooting Bec common and then in the Borough of Wandsworth. The ‘occupation of father’ on baby Margaret’s birth certificate signposts the family’s next move: William Rutherford is now described as an ‘East India Merchant’. Within a few months of Margaret’s birth, the three Rutherfords left London to make a new life in India. For them, it was Balham – gateway to the East.

Little is known of their life in the Raj but it has been suggested that William was greatly affected by the poverty and disease that he observed, and dedicated himself to working in the slums of Madras. According to Tony Benn, William was a shipping clerk by trade but supplemented his income with journalistic commissions. He also found time to compose topical songs for his brother John.

Margaret Rutherford was extremely young during this period in India, and in later life her only memory of this time was that her parents bought her a very small white pony for her birthday, although this recollection may well have been a fantasy resulting from a desire to produce at least one happy experience from her childhood. In any case, the family did appear to be settled and William’s mental health was stable.

Within a year of their arrival in India, however, all was to change. Florence became pregnant again, and, to all intent and purposes, the Rutherford family were to be complete. Sadly this event brought her no happiness. Instead, as the months passed, Florence became increasingly miserable and disturbed. William was obviously no stranger to the torment of mental illness and recognised that his own dear wife, who had never before exhibited such behaviour, was suffering some kind of breakdown. He immediately made plans to return to England, but her depressive illness had already taken hold, and the strategy to save her proved to be belated and tragically unsuccessful. One morning at dawn, a servant found Florence hanging from a tree in their garden. Like her sister before her, Florence had killed herself.

Three months later, in the spring of 1895, William returned to England and immediately made his way to Florence’s sister Bessie’s house in Wimbledon. He banged on the door, in a frenzied state with the three-year-old Margaret in hand, and implored Bessie to look after her niece, to which she immediately agreed. Margaret never referred to this incident, and may well have involuntarily erased it from her memory.

In reality, William never recovered from his wife’s death and suffered a number of breakdowns. According to the official hospital records held at Broadmoor, after bringing Margaret home William returned to India and then lived in Paris, working as a journalist. David Benn is of the opinion that William returned to India with the thoughts of re-marrying, but that, ‘When his brother John heard of this, he felt obliged to stop the marriage.’ Following his return to England in 1903, William Rutherford was admitted to the Northumberland House Asylum in Finsbury Park on 22 January. It is not known if a specific incident precipitated his re-incarceration, but two days later, when he could no longer be contained, he was transferred to Broadmoor.



On Margaret’s arrival at the cosy but modest home of Berkeley Place there followed a family discussion about what she should be told. It was felt that she should be shielded from her father’s incarceration at Broadmoor, and she was thus told that he had died. What she knew of the circumstances of her mother’s death is unclear. Whatever her plight, it was agreed that in light of William Rutherford’s wishes and Aunt Bessie being an eminently suitable guardian, Margaret – or ‘Peggy’, as she was known to family – should remain in Wimbledon. Thus for the next five years she lived with Aunt Bessie and maintained contact with both paternal and maternal sides of the family. Bessie did not live alone, so there was initially some company for Margaret: in addition to Bessie, who was aged 44, also in residence were her brother, Guy, his daughter, Muriel, aged five, and two servants, Amy and Elizabeth. According to Dawn Langley Simmons’ biography, ‘The Benns retained a lively interest in the child – they never forgot her birthdays, Easter and Christmas.’

Margaret described herself as ‘a grave child, my face was oval like a bantam egg and I had green eyes as round as pennies. My hair was auburn tinged and fine as floss and I wrinkled my nose like a rabbit. I was also a lonely child.’ Margaret had no school friends, her aunt deciding to educate her charge herself at home. An interview with the Ladies Journal in 1950 provided a glimpse into her somewhat bohemian upbringing: ‘I had a wonderful aunt, who I called my adoptive mother, one of the saints of the world – and a gay saint too, who cheered the days of someone who would otherwise have been quite a sad little girl. The knowledge of French that she gave me by reading aloud each day as I lay on the floor by doctor’s orders (having an inclination to curvature) has been a stand-by all my life.’

Bessie also introduced Margaret to the notion of the afterlife. She imparted her belief that although people died in a physical sense, their spirit lived on. ‘Aunt Bessie believed herself to be gifted with psychic powers. She was quite sure that if one asked a dead relative to intercede personally with God for something sensible like a new pair of Sunday shoes – of course in a nice, ladylike way – there was a good chance that the prayer would be granted.’

Bessie Nicholson was interested in the theatre and encouraged ‘Peggy’ to participate in family productions. ‘I was eight years old when I made my mind up I was going to be an actress. I was playing the bad fairy in a play to entertain some people in their home in Kensington. It was difficult enough to be playing a fairy dressed in black net, threaded with gold and a tall hat studded with gold stars. Then a cousin, Graham Nicholson, fell ill and I literally stepped into his shoes and doubled as the part of the prince.’ Margaret later recounted her first entrance: ‘It was spectacular. As an adult beat the tin tray, I tripped in. That night I went to bed filled with dreams of being an actress. This was to be my life – there could be nothing else.’

An example of Margaret’s early life and possible career choice is also referred to. ‘Like most girls of five I wanted to be a nurse. I even made a patient of my tennis racquet. I often pretended that the racquet had ear ache and gave it ear lotion which promptly ran through the gap in the handle and soaked the pillow.’

Fortunately for Margaret, Aunt Bessie decided that she required some formal education and, in September 1900, at the age of eight, she was enrolled at the nearby Wimbledon High School. The all girls’ school opened in 1880 and was then situated in Wimbledon Hill. The first headmistress was a Miss Hastings, whose initial address seems to have incubated Margaret Rutherford’s life philosophy: ‘Be fair, be open and truthful in your work, in your games, in your homes. Every girl must do the best she can for herself but you can all think of others too. The characteristic I beg you all individually to cultivate still more, is loyalty.’

Peggy was recorded as number 1288 on the Register and in her full name of Margaret Taylor Rutherford. There were no details of her parents and her guardian was named as her aunt, Miss Nicholson of 4 Berkeley Place, Wimbledon. The Register confirms that she did not attend any schools prior to Wimbledon High.

Although socially Margaret had been isolated, Aunt Bessie’s educational methods must have been effective, because soon after enrolment Margaret was moved up a year. The school archive possesses the earliest surviving photograph of Margaret Rutherford, aged about eight and pictured with her class, accompanied by a sample of her writing – already neat and elegant. There is also a hand-painted cast list and colour drawing, sketched in 1901, to mark the twenty-first anniversary of the school. It was in this year that Peggy gave her first public dramatic performance on a proper stage – when she undertook the role of Jack in a selection of Nursery Rhyme Quadrilles. In the hand-painted cast list, that records her debut, Margaret receives equal billing with Bridget Young, who played opposite her as Jill.

Her friends at this time included Clarissa Graves, sister of poet and writer Robert Graves. In his account of his early life, Goodbye to All That, Graves describes his fear of having to meet his sister after school and being terrorised by her classmates – one of whom we must suppose was the frightening Peggy Rutherford. Peggy and her classmates produced a newspaper entitled the Pinc, named after its contributors, editors and printers, namely Peggy, Irene, Nancy and Clarissa.

The more official organ of the institution, the Wimbledon High School Magazine, reported that the annual distribution of certificates took place respectively on 30 November and 1 December 1900. The following account appeared in the Wimbledon News: ‘The concerts were witnessed by a large assembly of parents and friends of the pupils. Songs were excellently rendered, carefully played piano solos were given, and five little girls from the Lower Preparatory recited “The cat’s tea party” very prettily … Before presenting the certificates at the close of the concert, Miss Hastings, the school’s head mistress, read a report of the year’s work which showed that the school was full, the work had been satisfactory and good progress had been made during the year.’ The junior concert on 30 November contained a pianoforte solo, ‘In the Garden’ (OPUS 82) by Cornelius Gurlitt, which was performed by ‘P. Rutherford, of Form 1’. The young Margaret Rutherford was already exhibiting the musical prowess which was to be extremely useful to her in years to come.

According to other school records, Margaret was absent for the whole spring term in 1902 and most of the spring term and the first half of the summer term in 1904. The first long absence is unexplained but, for the 1904 spell, there is a likely and somewhat disturbing explanation.

About this time, Margaret recalled opening the front door of the Wimbledon house to be confronted by a dishevelled old man with the appearance of a tramp. He told her that he had brought her a message from her father. She was naturally astonished and told the man that this could not be, for her father had died in India. The ‘tramp’ told her that her father was very much alive, but locked away in Broadmoor, adding, ‘He sends you his love.’ With those words, he departed. The distraught Margaret confronted Aunt Bessie, who then decided to tell the twelve-year-old girl the truth about her father. She explained that William Benn was indeed in a hospital for the criminally insane, and also spelled out the tragic story of her family background.

Damaris Hayman, Rutherford’s great friend for twenty years, is convinced that Margaret, following this visit, was panic-stricken that her father – who, she had just learnt, had murdered her grandfather – might escape from Broadmoor and cause her harm. There is absolutely no evidence that William was anything other than a doting father to her, but there is equally no doubt that Margaret was shocked and terrified by this revelation, and by the visit of this fellow patient of her father’s, who in later life she likened to King Lear.

Margaret was inconsolable and reacted by sinking into long periods of non-communication, deep gloom and much crying. This was the first in a series of depressive breakdowns. The news did not just cause her immediate shock and misery – it was to have profound and lifelong consequences. From the age of twelve she would be afflicted by the fear that she was herself as unstable as her psychotic father and her suicidal mother.

In November 1904 the Broadmoor Medical Superintendent recorded that a relative* of William Rutherford requested that all William’s correspondence should be forwarded to him first. On 21 March 1905 William Rutherford sent a lengthy letter to the Medical Superintendent which included a brief mention of Margaret. ‘If I wanted news of my daughter,’ he wrote, ‘I had to trouble you to stir them [his relatives] up for a letter,’ and also that ‘owing to the thoughtfulness of a rich old lady, my little girl is placed beyond the reach of discomfort and is being well educated and cared for’.

Throughout her life, Margaret publicly maintained a completely different story. In her 1971 autobiography she described her father as a ‘complicated romantic who changed his name to Rutherford as it was more aesthetic for a writer. My father died in tragic circumstances soon after my mother and so I became an orphan.’ We can assume that Margaret’s version of events was concocted to protect herself and her extended family from this desperate story of madness, murder and suicide. It was a fabrication that she took to her grave.

Peggy was deeply affected and remained an ‘unhappy child’ in the year following this dramatic disclosure. She left Wimbledon High School in July 1905, at the age of thirteen. The School Register noted that there was ‘no reason stated’ for her departure. The explanation she later gave was that ‘Aunt Bessie felt I should mix more with girls of my age and that a spinster’s house might be too lonely for such an introspective girl’. Aunt Bessie might well have felt that the overwhelming responsibility of caring for her niece was too much for her and that a new environment might be beneficial for both of them. She decided to send Margaret to Raven’s Croft, a private boarding school in the country, run by two redoubtable sisters, the Misses Mullins. The school was originally established, in 1895 by Miss Isabel Mullins and her sister, Miss Margaret Mullins, in Surrey but relocated in 1909 to newly built premises near to the English Channel at Seaford, Sussex.

Margaret reacted surprisingly well to being away from Aunt Bessie and the genteel environs of Wimbledon, although her attendance was not without some difficulties. She admitted that she found most of the subjects arduous simply through lack of interest, but that she was proficient at English and French. ‘I was never really good at games. It wasn’t that I didn’t try – I used to put my chin down and charge down the hill clutching my hockey stick. At the school cricket match I made four runs and thought I was sensational.’

A calamitous timekeeper throughout her life, Margaret’s problems with punctuality seem to have begun here. ‘I was often late for lessons,’ she wrote. ‘I have never been too occupied with time, unless it affected my work as an actress.’ It was also at Raven’s Croft that she met a girl who was to remain one of her closest friends for the rest of her life. Dorothy Whatmore, later Vaisey, was instrumental in helping Margaret’s career, and Margaret referred to her on occasions as her ‘Fairy Godmother’.

Mark Cardale, Dorothy’s grandson, learnt through the family that both Peggy and his grandmother had won some form of scholarship which gave them a reduction in the school fees. In return, the two of them were expected to become governesses with ‘well-to-do’ families following their education. Dorothy’s father was a teacher and later a county education officer who became involved in amateur dramatics; Dorothy’s mother was also a teacher and ran her own nursery school, her own parents having been ‘travelling players’. The eldest Whatmore son, Arthur Reginald, was born in 1889 and known to the family as ‘Reg’, although in his professional theatrical career he remained A.R. Whatmore.

Mark Cardale also reported that, ‘Dorothy herself was a gifted pianist, who also much enjoyed all things theatrical.’ The girls had much in common, and, even then, ‘Peggy was resolutely determined to be an actress, and I believe that she and my grandmother used to put on little shows at the school together’. Apart from these playlets, Margaret gained useful experience in a Raven’s Croft production of The Tempest, in which she was cast as Prospero.

In addition to their shared theatrical interests and the fact that they were both ‘scholarship’ girls, Dorothy was also extremely protective towards Peggy. ‘Peggy’s physical appearance, which helped so much in later years to make her such a beloved character, was very much against her at school, where she was occasionally teased as a result,’ explained Mark Cardale. ‘I remember a story about Dorothy rescuing Peggy from trouble with the headmistress after a dormitory pillow fight.’ One hopes that this loyalty was reciprocated, although Dorothy Vaisey did indeed comment on the fact that Peggy Rutherford was a great favourite of the younger girls, in whom she took a special motherly interest. Rutherford made a habit of looking after and mothering her friends and acquaintances throughout her professional and personal life.

When the question of future employment was raised by Isabel Mullins, Margaret replied that she wished nothing more than to be a professional actress. Miss Mullins was suitably shocked and the following day both Miss Mullinses confronted Margaret and firmly proclaimed that young ladies at Raven’s Croft just did not become professional actresses. Instead, in Rutherford’s own words, ‘They decided that I showed promise in piano playing and I was to be prepared for the Associateship of the Royal Academy of Music.’ In an appearance in the BBC radio show Desert Island Discs many years later, Margaret declared that her music teacher offered to train her for her ARCM at a greatly reduced fee.

In addition to music tuition, Margaret was the recipient of elocution lessons while still at school. Mark Cardale is convinced that both she and his grandmother benefited from such teaching, ‘I think it is said that Peggy’s speaking voice was much developed by the elocution classes she took after leaving school. This may be so, but I think the process will have been started at school. I say this because my grandmother also had a most powerful voice with the clearest possible diction. I am sure they must have had something like Speech and Drama classes at Raven’s Croft, and someone who was probably rather good at teaching the subject.’

Neither Dorothy nor Peggy became governesses, although Margaret did stay on an extra year to teach some of the younger children. The school closed in 1965, but right up until then the name of P. Rutherford remained visible on one of the prefect boards that hung in the school’s assembly hall.

There is no doubt that Margaret’s school days were extremely influential. She remained in contact with both Wimbledon High School and Raven’s Croft and visited whenever she could. An article by Wimbledon old girl Lesley Anderson in the school magazine in December 1918 recalled one such event: ‘When I was in Upper IV there was an old girls’ conference and for some reason we were invited to take part in a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Trial by Jury, which was to entertain the conference. I was fortunate enough to be included and for the first time heard the name Margaret Rutherford. I never spoke to her but in the front row of the jury box I had an uninterrupted view of the wonderful performance she gave us as the judge. Often since then I have watched her with the same keen admiration and enjoyment.’

Margaret was also approached by the school some years later, when appearing on the West End stage in Blithe Spirit. There were plans to make a film of the history of the school, so the headmistress had written to one of her most celebrated old girls. The actress replied and enclosed a number of photographs from various theatrical appearances.


THE PICADILLY THEATRE DECEMBER 12TH 1941

Dear Miss Wedgwood,

Herewith are photographs of the parts I have played in the West End. They are rather large but perhaps your photographer will be able to make negatives to his satisfaction.

The idea of a film is very good and enterprising one. Very good luck to it.

Yours sincerely

Margaret Rutherford



Her devotion was also acknowledged by the wonderfully named Elfrida Down Kettleborough in Simmons’ biography: ‘In 1952 I was asked to help nurse Miss Margaret Mullins, former headmistress at Raven’s Croft, who suffered a stroke. Peggy never failed to ring and ask after her – even when she was in great demand as an actress.’

‘I spent many happy years at Seaford and I still claim that Sussex air is the loveliest in England,’ said Margaret in the Ladies Journal interview. ‘It gave me a tremendous appetite as a child, our headmistress believed in feeding us well and I can still remember my feeling of greed on seeing my plate piled high with bread and butter at tea time and how speedily I used to reduce the mountain to plate level.’





*She mistakenly calls him Ernest Rutherford; she must have been thinking of her cousin.

*Whose identity is not known.




TWO

Articulation and Arpeggios


‘A Tudor who tooted a flute

Tried to tutor two tooters to toot.

Said the two to their tutor,

“Is it harder to toot

Or to tutor two tooters to toot?”’



MARGARET RUTHERFORD LEFT Raven’s Croft in 1911 to return to live full time with her Aunt Bessie in Wimbledon. At the age of nineteen she still held a deep desire to be an actress but, armed with her music qualification (ARCM in piano), embarked reluctantly on a teaching career. Money was short and she could at least earn some kind of living giving piano lessons. Already too much of a free spirit to teach in the school system, Rutherford decided private tuition was more suited to her character and was successful in finding work locally. She also utilised a cheap form of transport: ‘During the years that I taught music I used to hang my leather music bag on the handle bars and cycle around Wimbledon in all weathers visiting my pupils.’

This image of a determined woman, pedalling furiously away, hair flowing and cape flying, was replicated in her most famous role as Madame Arcati in Blithe Spirit at the Piccadilly Theatre, and later in the film version. Her time commuting around the leafy Wimbledon streets proved efficacious. ‘Cycling became second nature to me so that when I played Madame Arcati in the stage production of many years later, it was no problem for me to come cycling on to the stage and pull up before I hit the footlights.’

The freewheeling Miss Rutherford admitted, however, that she was not a good music teacher. ‘My thoughts were always far away with an unseen audience. To me, unfortunately, being a music teacher was only a way to make a living and help my adoptive mother, now noticeably older and slower of step. I was not patient enough. It was merely a means of making money and meant no more to me than if I had taken a milk or paper round … besides I was often far too honest in telling the parents, when their unfortunate offspring hated music, that no power in the world could ever make it like playing the piano.’

It is quite evident that teaching music was not her raison d’être. Margaret had been stage-struck since a little girl and remained desperate to tread the boards professionally. She considered all the options and discovered that there was another avenue in which she could learn more about her intended craft, and at the same time gain another teaching qualification: she would study for a diploma in elocution.

Before such phrases as ‘A noisy noise annoys an oyster’ and ‘The rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain’ became synonymous with the art of elocution, the discipline had long been formalised. The leading exponent during the eighteenth century was the Irish actor Thomas Sheridan, author of the influential Lectures on Elocution, which he presented on a tour around Britain in 1762. He was also the father of playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, who was to provide two of Margaret Rutherford’s more important roles in future years.

Elocution was not just a tool for actors in regard to clear diction and projection, it was also used for gesture and posture. Performers could study voice in detail while perfecting pronunciation, grammar, tone and the rhythm of the English language. Non-thespians soon realised that speaking clearly and being able to hold oneself with confidence could enhance their social position. Thus, a half-century after Sheridan’s tour, elocution became popular with the middle classes, who began taking private lessons. School teachers realised the importance of speaking with confidence and saw what difference it could make to their pupils’ careers. The subject of elocution was added to the school curriculum in certain schools.

While continuing to teach piano, Margaret duly studied for her LRAM (voice). She subsequently passed her exam – one imagines, with distinction – and was now a ‘Licentiate of the Royal Academy of Music’. Armed with twin diplomas, Margaret visited homes all over south London, imparting her knowledge of music and elocution and in the words of Eric Keown, ‘leaving behind her a thickening trail of pure “Es” and rounded “Os”’.

Margaret recalled these formative days as a would-be actress with due respect: ‘I am a great believer in repertory as the best training for an actress but I would strongly advise any stage applicant to include in their training a study of speech and all that goes with it in the way of breath control and so on, in order to have the most necessary thing for an actress – a good mechanism, or shall we say instrument, upon which to play.’

She continued to work throughout the First World War, and maintained a love of poetry, which she would recite to wounded soldiers in military hospitals. In order to gain acting experience, she joined the local Wimbledon Amateur Dramatic Society and paid for lessons from an old Shakespearean actor, Acton Bond, who was recommended by a confident family member: ‘Acton has impeccable manners and will not make unseemly advances towards Margaret.’

Although only in her sixties, Aunt Bessie suffered a series of strokes and became more dependent on her devoted niece. Bessie’s brother Guy had moved away and she was now Margaret’s charge: their roles had reversed. It seems the servants had long departed, and it was left to Margaret to care for her aunt, which she did with kindness and devotion – although other family members would have ensured that the couple were not left to their own devices. According to Dawn Langley Simmons, ‘On Sunday afternoons, if the weather was fine, Margaret Rutherford pushed Bessie throughout the familiar streets in her wicker bathchair, which the latter steered with the aid of a sticklike device. Margaret Rutherford and the large bath chair dwarfed the regal little lady wearing the big hat overly decorated with whatever flowers were in season – and always holly at Christmas.’

Margaret’s relationship with her father during this period is less coherent, although behind the scenes, and probably unknown to Margaret, the family, most likely in the guise of William’s brother John Benn, continued to be involved in William’s welfare. In early 1909 the Home Office refused a family request to conditionally discharge William Rutherford. A telling comment on file states that, ‘Whether he is allowed to visit his daughter, or is prevented doing so, the result will probably be the same so far as his mental condition is concerned. His daughter’s sanity would be endangered if she were allowed to associate with him.’

Later in the year, another family member* wrote to the Broadmoor Superintendent that ‘William’s recent correspondence makes us all anxious on account of his daughter … he has written direct to her contrary to the promise made it should go through my hands.’ The hospital authorities decided to encourage correspondence between father and daughter, but only if William remained discreet about his situation. A memo on the medical records indicates that Broadmoor staff complied with the family’s request to filter William’s letters to his daughter, although they ‘saw nothing objectionable in his correspondence’.

Between February and March 1911 there is further correspondence between Broadmoor staff and a third family member. The hospital’s Medical Superintendent, Dr Baker, stated that, ‘I am under the impression that William Rutherford’s immediate object is to get into more direct touch with his daughter.’ As the years of institutionalisation passed, Rutherford grew more desperate to see Margaret, but the family’s response was to become increasingly protective of his daughter. On 25 May 1919 a family member wrote that ‘William’s actions, in regard to his daughter, render it necessary, from my point of view, that all his outgoing letters … should be sent to me for censorship … this is the more important to us just now for he seems to be making desperate efforts to get his daughter to see him, doubtless to use her to further his release. Further efforts in this direction will, I fear, result in the poor girl’s collapse. She is already having sleepless nights.’

In August of the same year, there is a note on the file that William had told a visiting relative that ‘the time has come when he should be allowed to see his daughter’. The relative replied that ‘he could not possibly do this … for his daughter’s sake.’ The thought of poor William Rutherford being deprived any contact with his ‘Peggy’ is heart-rending but there is no doubt that the Benn family was acting in her best interests. The various relatives clearly believed she should be protected from the unpredictable behaviour of her father, which might have a harmful effect on her already frail mental state.

By 1921, William’s physical health had begun to fail and, in a letter dated 3 July, the family requested that the hospital authorities consider transferring him to a more suitable institution where he could spend his last days. The correspondence also stated that Margaret agreed to this arrangement. William Rutherford was duly moved to the City of London Asylum at Stone, near Dartford, Kent. After suffering two strokes, he contracted pneumonia and died on 4 August 1921, aged 66.

It is difficult to know how Margaret was affected at this time. There is no evidence from the hospital records of her ever visiting her father. She may have written to him, but any correspondence would have been sent via her relatives, and might not have been archived at Broadmoor. She had publicly denied his recent existence and history. There must have been a palpable sense of relief: finally her truth had become reality. And yet, kind and sensitive as she was, she must also have felt extraordinarily guilty – she had after all, in her own mind, ‘killed’ her father. Now, at the age of 33, she really was an orphan.



Within four years, another death, which may have had a less profound psychological effect on Margaret, actually provided a physical release from her prevalent existence. Bessie Nicholson, following yet another stroke, passed away in 1923. Margaret inherited a small legacy, which she was determined to invest in some formal theatrical training. She had no connections in the world of professional theatre, so was grateful when her old school friend Dorothy Whatmore, now Dorothy Vaisey, initiated a series of introductions which led to a meeting with Andrew Leigh, head of the Old Vic School. One morning a letter arrived, advising Margaret of an audition with the legendary Lilian Baylis. ‘All heaven had opened for me,’ she later reflected. ‘I rushed out to buy some shoes and chose my most stylish green silk dress from my modest little wardrobe. I never had any money to spend on clothes in those days. All the way down to Waterloo I wondered if this would be my chance. Lilian Baylis was the Queen of the Old Vic.’

Lilian Baylis had originally become involved in theatrical production by assisting her Aunt Emma Cons in running the Royal Victoria Hall and Coffee Tavern near Waterloo station. Following the death of Emma Cons in 1912, Miss Baylis took over complete control. Bryan Forbes, in his biography of Edith Evans, described Lilian Baylis as, one of the most improbable figures ever to achieve theatrical immortality, ‘Even coming from Shaw’s pen the idea of a 39-year-old spinster running a theatre would have seemed outlandish, yet here was Lilian Baylis, an under-educated woman, a one-time child violinist to whom Art was “a kind of medicine dispensed to the poor and needy” daring to attempt it single handed… Aunt Emma had bequeathed the passion but not the cash and the continued existence of her beloved Royal Victoria – the Old Vic as it became known would have been dismissed as hopeless by anybody who relied on orthodox methods.’ Taking on the puritanical governors, consisting of ‘evangelical peers and do-gooding ladies’, Baylis insisted that the programmes, which included lantern slide shows, lectures on electro-magnetism and weekly temperance meetings, were dull. She introduced a variety performance including an act entitled ‘A Man with a Goat’, which caused great consternation among the trustees. However, her aims were not just to provide novelty acts for the audience; she gradually transformed the theatre into a cultural haven, producing operas and Shakespeare plays. In the process, Lilian Baylis was responsible for furthering the careers of, among others, Peggy Ashcroft, Sybil Thorndike and John Gielgud.

It was thus with some trepidation that our own Miss Rutherford arrived for her audition. The dumpy and short-sighted Lilian Baylis spoke with a distinctive cockney accent and out of the side of her mouth – the result of a slight stroke. She kept two spoiled and bad tempered terriers in her office. Margaret recalled that, ‘Out in the stark auditioning room she crisply asked me to do my piece. I drew a deep breath and walked onstage, it was then that my shoes let me down. They let out a squeak every time I moved. Somehow I stumbled through my piece, squeaks and all, only to hear Miss Baylis remark gloomily, “I think production might be a safer line than acting.” I minced out in my awful shoes and my heart was heavy.’ She needn’t have worried. Several days later Margaret received another letter from the Old Vic, informing her that she was to be taken on as a trainee actress for the 1925/26 season.

In September 1925, at the age of thirty-three, Margaret Rutherford made her theatrical debut at the Old Vic, appearing as Portia’s attendant in The Merchant of Venice. The following month she was a bridesmaid in The Taming of the Shrew, and in November she was cast in non-speaking parts in Measure for Measure (Citizen) and Antony and Cleopatra (Slave). She had to wait until 21 December for her first speaking part, as the Fairy with the Long Nose, a role especially written for her, in a pantomime called Harlequin Jack Horner and the Enchanted Pie. Immediately following the panto on the same bill was Cicely Hamilton’s nativity play, The Child in Flanders. Margaret found herself in a bit of a dash: ‘I always remember the experience of leaving the stage, wearing my long nose, squeezing behind the backcloth to rush to my dressing room to get tidy and in my right face, whence I flew to the wings to speak the lines of the Angel Gabriel, while Edith Evans played the part on stage. Needles to say I regarded this as a tremendous honour and one of the highlights of my career.’ Edith Evans was celebrated for her diction, and to recite her lines was quite a compliment for Rutherford.

Rutherford described the Old Vic as ‘A hard school, but a just one. There was no question as to whether you thought that a part was right for you – the actors had to play any part that was given to them.’ Edith Evans also stressed the uniqueness of the theatre, ‘A season at the Vic can do more than anything I know to break down the shyness and inhibitions that are such “a holding back” to an actor’s development. You launch one big part one night and the next morning you start work on another. What can you do but plunge again? We must always have a living theatre, where actors can go to learn their job.’ Evans was a firm favourite at the Old Vic and always brought in full houses. Although the theatre could hold up to 1,200 and, apart from the fortnight of the General Strike in 1926, was sold out every night, the Old Vic operated within very tight financial restraints. Costumes were used again and again and every way of making and indeed saving money was utilised.

By May 1926 Margaret Rutherford had been seen in half a dozen further productions, and, as the result of winning a students’ competition, she made an appearance as Lady Capulet in Romeo and Juliet. Edith Evans played the Nurse for the first time and other cast members included Frank Vosper, Baliol Holloway and Esmond Knight. Margaret told Eric Keown that she returned home on the bus after those little triumphs, ‘Clutching my ticket, hands trembling with excitement’. Sadly these triumphs were not to be repeated in the following months.

*

The deeply religious Lilian Baylis often asked her colleagues to pray with her. It’s not known whether Margaret Rutherford was ever asked to join her in this genuflection – perhaps if she had she might have received more mercy at the hands of Miss Baylis. Unfortunately, at the end of the nine months, Margaret had been neither ‘discovered’ by a talent-spotting impresario nor offered the chance to return the following year. She was devastated. ‘I have a philosophy of life which leads me to believe that everything that happens is meant to be … but I found it terribly hard to bear when Miss Baylis told me that there was no room for me in next year’s production. There was nothing to say. I supposed that I just did not fit in. My world had crashed.’

Her theatrical dreams shattered and without any other source of income, Margaret was forced to remount her bicycle and return to her former profession. ‘For two years I continued to pedal around Wimbledon teaching music but not a day passed without my planning my return to the stage. There was no question of giving up hope – I had faith that one day I would be an actress.’

Margaret continued to seek acting work but ‘couldn’t get arrested’. In her mid-thirties, it seemed all was stacked against her: she was plain looking and wasn’t going to get romantic leads – yet she was too young and inexperienced for character parts. A few members of the Nicholson family offered advice and the steadfast Dorothy Vaisey continued to see Margaret regularly during this period, providing her with moral support and encouragement when she grew depressed. Dorothy also provided the occasional meal and somewhere to stay for a change of scenery.

In desperation, Margaret returned to the amateur stage. In 1928, at the invitation of Margaret’s cousin Guy, the actress Ethel Royale attended a production of Hay Fever by the Wimbledon Amateur Theatrical Society. According to Margaret, her uncle wanted to know whether she should be encouraged further to pursue a career on the boards – or was just not going to make it. At the end of the performance Ethel Royale told Guy, ‘I don’t know whether Peggy is a good actress or not. But she is lovable and will make people laugh, and that is very important.’ Margaret always maintained that these encouraging words inspired her and gave her the motivation to continue in her chosen path. With a newfound optimism and a grand naivety, Margaret now decided to leave Wimbledon and try to seek professional stage work. She moved to a hostel in Bloomsbury so that she could be nearer to the West End theatres. While she was residing at 24 Coram Street, an acquaintance gave her an introduction to Sir Nigel Playfair, who was producing plays at the Lyric, Hammersmith.

In her day-to-day life, Margaret wore no make-up and was not a follower of fashion. If her looks disappointed, then so be it. Other than a pair of decorative earrings or a little costume jewellery, she resisted any attempts at accentuation or primping. But now, invited for an interview at the Lyric, for some reason she decided that she must change her image for a more sophisticated incarnation. She thus purloined an entirely unsuitable dress, slapped on copious amounts of rouge and powder and entered Playfair’s office with the exaggerated confidence of a woman who knew what she wanted and ‘how to get it’. The actor manager’s face fell, and Margaret was immediately discommoded by his apparent embarrassment. She exited swiftly and returned home in deep sorrow. She had completely misjudged the situation and, worse still, was concerned that the producer might consider her ‘a loose woman’. The following day, she penned a letter of apology, explaining that she had acted totally out of character. The understanding – and probably terribly relieved – Playfair rewarded her with an audition, subsequently engaging her to understudy Mabel Terry-Lewis, as Dona Filomena in the play A Hundred Years Old.

Margaret Rutherford only played one night but she was well prepared. ‘It was in November 1928 and was lucky that I knew of it a whole weekend before. Mabel Terry-Lewis was ill over the weekend and her doctor said she needed three days off and so not to appear on the Monday night. I rehearsed with the company and then I played for that one night. Some of my family were there to see my first professional night as an actress. I was abysmally nervous, but when the curtain rose I seemed to gain confidence and a magical calm came over me.’

Unfortunately no further work was incubated from this performance and she was yet again out of work until the following spring when she discovered that the Grand Theatre in Fulham was looking for someone to play Madame Vinard in Trilby. Following another audition, in which she presumably committed no cosmetic or couture crimes, Margaret was gainfully employed. She opened on 29 April and remained for an eight month season with the English Repertory Players, playing every conceivable role. ‘The Grand must have been rather fun,’ wrote Eric Keown. ‘A box for four cost ten and sixpence, the gallery sixpence, and productions were advertised as “A Human Vivid Play of Life and Laughter”, and “The Great Farcical Comedy, Positively 100% Laughter”. Margaret threw herself into the gruelling but useful turmoil of weekly repertory.’

Among her many parts, Rutherford appeared as Eustasia, a spy in The Three Musketeers. The programme of 23 September listed her as appearing in the unlikely role of Chi Li in The Green Beetle, ‘a drama of love and revenge, set in the Curio Shop of Chang Hong, San Francisco and the bedroom in a hotel near Chinatown’. This was one of the roles that Margaret Rutherford enjoyed the most at the Grand: ‘It was a fairly dramatic part with some magic in it, which I always enjoy. I was dressed in a Chinese kimono and found it very difficult to get the right make-up with my shape of face and fair colouring – however it did teach me the rudiments of stage make-up.’

She loved ‘the whole ambiance of this theatre’ and played twenty-seven roles in all during the season. ‘All my free time was spent in learning my parts. I used to get up at first light to study, hugging a hot water bottle to keep me warm.’ The company also included Leslie Harcourt, who went on to appear in a couple of Will Hay films. One of the season’s productions, a play called Tarnish publicised with the line “We only invite adults for it depicts the realities of life”, suggested an avant-garde edge to the theatre’s programming, but in reality it was the kind of throbbing family theatre for which no canned entertainment can ever be a satisfactory substitute. And it left Margaret Rutherford with a lasting respect for the training value of repertory, ‘provided always that the hard driven apprentice can somehow find time to study speech and breath control’.

The Grand experience was followed in the ensuing year by a role in Dear Brutus in repertory at Epsom Little Theatre, and in 1930 Margaret received a telegram from the Oxford Repertory Company. The troupe was desperate for an actress to play ‘a Mary Brough part’ in a Ben Travers Aldwych farce, Thark. The role required her to appear ‘rotund’, but in those days Margaret was extremely thin, so she crammed an old trunk with a selection of ‘wadding’ to make her fatter, and referred to this as ‘my Salomes’, because of the likeness to Salome’s voluptuous shape. She hurried to the station and took the train to Oxford, making her way by taxi to the Playhouse. It was at the stage door that a rather significant but brief encounter took place.

Margaret recalled the moment in her autobiography. ‘Just as I was arriving, I saw a handsome man leaving. I noted his clear blue eyes, debonair dress and courtly style. I could not take my eyes off him. It was obvious that he was an actor. He had that special something. He was in a hurry to attend the five minute Armistice service on the corner of the Woodstock Road. His name was Stringer Davis.’ Having deposited her belongings in her digs, Margaret returned to the theatre that evening to get the feel of the place. The production was Thunder in the Air. ‘I was not only taken by Stringer’s performance but taken by him altogether … we did not speak at all at the theatre but I went back to my boarding house with a strange feeling of disquiet.’

The following day the newest member of the repertory company turned up to rehearsal wearing her ‘Salomes’. She managed to have a snatched, nervous chat with Stringer, being somewhat encumbered by her costume. ‘I tried so hard in these early days to hide my private feelings about this man in my life. I apparently failed, as everyone later told me that they were aware that I was in love with him. At the end of the season we did Outward Bound, in which I played a young charwoman who turned out to be the mother of the young man played by Stringer. I think he must have known by then that I was beginning to get very fond of him.’ Not, one would imagine, the ideal way of initiating a blossoming romance, this also highlighted the fact that Stringer was seven years younger than Rutherford.

Margaret appeared on the cover of the programme for her role as Madam Denoux in French Leave, a light comedy in three parts by Reginald Berkeley. The production was enriched by the presence of a full orchestra – not to mention the possibility of ‘afternoon teas at matinées served by the Sheilan Tea Rooms, Woodstock Road, one shilling per person. Please apply to the attendant not later than the first interval.’ She also appeared in the following week’s play, The First Year by Frank Craven.

Margaret returned to Epsom for a special Christmas engagement in The Sport of Kings. She did this with some reluctance, as she had to part from Stringer. Before leaving, she gave him a gift of a small travelling mirror bound in a leather case. He apparently returned the favour by presenting her with an ‘outsize Jerusalem cherry bush in a red flowerpot’.

In the spring of 1931, she returned to the Oxford Players to appear in two more productions – one of which was a more substantial role as Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest, a play in which she was to feature in several productions over the years. Another landmark of her time in Oxford was her meeting of actress, and subsequent lifelong friend, Joan Hickson. She was also able to renew her relationship with Stringer Davis and discover more about the man with whom she had professed to have fallen in love.



Stringer Davis, born in Birkenhead on 4 June 1899, attended Uppingham public school, where he served in the cadets. As soon as he was eighteen, and while still at school, he applied for a Temporary Commission in the 3rd Battalion South Lancashire Regiment. Second Lieutenant Davis was subsequently posted to France in August 1918, where he saw active service and was demobbed in September 1919. Stringer had worked as a jobbing actor and director since then. His father, George, was a bank clerk and had separated from his wife, Ethel, Stringer’s mother, some years previously. Ethel owned a rambling house near Reading and Stringer lived nearby above a boat house on the Thames.

Margaret recalled time spent with her beau during this period with great fondness: ‘We went walking in the country lanes and boating together. They were idyllic days and when the weather was warm we used to bathe from the sides of Stringer’s canoe … we had a splendid time. It was then that Stringer discovered I was rather a good sprinter and it was all he could do to keep up with me at times … I called him “Tuft” because of a tuft of hair that stood up on the top of his head.’ Stringer, on the other hand, wasn’t quite so forthcoming, and it was only much later that he confided in Margaret that, ‘She had made a very deep impression on him.’ He was more open with advice about her career, however, concerned about how often she was cast in eccentric roles and how this prevented her from obtaining more serious parts: ‘He felt he must stop me wearing funny clothes. He wanted to see me as I really was … in a sensitive part.’

Although Margaret then left for a stint at the Croydon Greyhound Theatre, the couple were still able to spend time together, as Stringer was also recruited to the company. The admiring Miss Rutherford had been instrumental in persuading the producer, Esme Church, to take him on, singing his praises as an actor but with a clear ulterior motive. Other members of the company included Donald Wolfit, May Whitty and Margaret Webster. ‘To her rapidly growing collection she now added a formidable list of plays,’ commented Eric Keown, ‘some of them froth – Arnold Ridley’s The Ghost Train, in which she excelled as the hilarious Miss Bourne – but some with a sharper edge – Ibsen, Maugham, Pinero.’

Esme Church was yet another significant figure in Rutherford’s fledgling career. Margaret described Church as ‘A brilliant woman, a wonderful producer – firm and strong minded. We all took her decisions without questions. I suppose I was a strange choice for rep as I was already beginning to be type cast much against my will. The parts I had been given had begun to show signs of the eccentricity that I later developed into my own special technique.’ Esme Church later recalled her protégé stating that her burning ambition was to be in Romeo and Juliet and mistakenly assuming that it was the Nurse that she wanted to play. Margaret, in fact, wanted to be cast as Juliet, but at the age of 39 was already considered too old.

It was during this season at Croydon that C.B. Cochran came to the theatre and saw Rutherford act. Charles B. Cochran, known as

‘Cockie’, was one of the last great showmen. Although he never referred to himself as an impresario, Cochran produced shows which featured the most talented performers of the day – be they actors, composers or writers. He also promoted Wild West shows, circuses, rodeos and wrestling and boxing bouts, and counted among his clients Harry Houdini. He also supposedly introduced roller-skating to France and Germany. Quite what he was doing in the leafy suburbs of Croydon is anybody’s guess – unless he had been invited by Esme Church. The company was presenting Ibsen’s The Master Builder, in which Margaret played the builder’s tragic wife, Aline Solness. Esme Church described the scene, ‘I was sitting behind Cockie and the play had been going for some time. It had come to the scene when poor Mrs Solness tenderly cherishes her plants as if they were her children. Suddenly Cochran turned round to me and in a loud stage whisper said, “Who is that woman? She’s brilliant. Where did you find her? I wonder why I have never heard of her before.”’ Cochran’s opinion of Margaret Rutherford was shared by Sir Donald Wolfit, who stated that she was the best Mrs Solness he ever played with and that he greatly admired her qualities as a great tragic actress.

In October 1931 Margaret returned to Oxford for another six plays and remained there until December. She had worked hard for a year, gaining inestimable experience, but yet again she was unable to capitalise on the previous twelve months. She just could not find regular work and so entered a particularly unhappy time. Her unlikely romance with Stringer did not sustain her. This was not a simmering, tempestuous affair. Stringer was still very attached to his mother – a somewhat overbearing woman who dominated her son’s life. To sustain demanding relationships with two resolute women was a little too much for Davis.

Margaret was given an introduction to Tyrone Guthrie, then a young and promising producer who was making his mark in the theatre world. She wrote to him and arranged a meeting. Margaret reported that he appeared to be interested but could not provide her with any promises to use her. He somewhat patronisingly told her to keep reminding him of her existence: ‘Bombard me!’ She did just this, and whenever she managed to procure a night’s employment she wrote and informed him. ‘Many times he did not even answer my letters but I just kept on – letter after letter. Even then I was already being classed as a character actress, rather than a romantic lead, so roles were far fewer.’

Throughout this period Margaret’s spirits were buoyed by friends and family. David Benn recalls that she was a permanent figure at Christmases and other family gatherings. Tony Benn wrote in his memoir, Dare to Be a Daniel, ‘We had a another sweet great-aunt called Auntie Tweenie, who lived in Oxted in a tiny house, where we had tea on Boxing Day with cakes that she had baked; Margaret Rutherford watched her carefully and affectionately and I have an idea that some of her stage characters were based on her observations.’ This was confirmed by his brother David, who later saw her in her first West End performances and noted that some of her mannerisms were similar to those of their Aunt Tweenie.

Margaret also used to visit Blunt House, the home of her cousin, publisher Ernest Benn, eldest son of John. Tony Benn recalled, ‘She seemed to me to be quite old, though she was only in her early forties and was doing repertory theatre, hoping to make it big on the stage. Many young girls want to go onstage, but it is unusual for that desire to be so strong later in life, and we used to treat this as an eccentricity. Margaret was always very kind to me, and I have many happy memories of sitting with her on the beach at Bexhill as a child.’ In one of these memories, then ten years old, Benn, in short trousers and ankle socks, is happily settled in a deck chair, inevitably sipping tea. Next to him, wrapped up against the cold and clutching a Thermos flask, is his redoubtable ‘Cousin Peggy’.

For such a prominent family, Julius Benn’s murder those fifty years ago still had to be kept secret, and it was forbidden for anyone to talk about it. It was many years before Tony Benn discovered the truth. ‘I had often wondered how Margaret Rutherford was related to us and, if she was, why her surname was not Benn. When I asked about her father I was always brushed aside. If I tried to press my mother about William Benn, all she would say was, “Darling, he never did anything to be ashamed of.”’

Years later, when he was a Member of Parliament, Tony Benn conducted some research about the incident and came across reports about the murder in the Times archive. His parents were apparently somewhat annoyed that he had discovered the truth. The tragedy had inevitably caused much distress within the family and its implications were far reaching, ‘When my dad was about to marry my mother in 1920, my grandfather John actually wrote to my mother’s father to report this history, though it never occurred to him to write direct to my mother, who was, after all, the bride about to marry into a family with this tragic background. This absolutely incensed Mother’s mother, who came out against the wedding and stood outside the church while the marriage took place, announcing to all and sundry that she was not in favour of it.’

Margaret was in her early forties and no nearer to her goal of supporting herself as a full time professional actress. She would try to cheer herself up by ‘replenishing my small wardrobe, as in those days it was essential for an actress to keep up her performance … we still had to dress with special distinction.’ Writing in the 1970s, she stated somewhat enigmatically, ‘There was no question of turning up to rehearsal in skimpy jeans and shapeless poncho as today.’

Yet again Rutherford was on the brink of giving up. And yet again she was rescued. This time deliverance came in the shape of Olive Walter, who in 1932 had taken over the running of yet another repertory group – the Greater London Players, who toured the suburbs. Wherever possible, Olive gave Margaret a part with the ensemble, a well respected and talented company that featured such actors as Roger Livesey and Rex Harrison. Margaret thought Harrison was ‘suave and well groomed and even then showed the authority and accurate timing that we were to see later in his acting.’ Among a number of parts, Margaret featured as Mrs Nelly Fell in The Torchbearers, a comedy by George Kelly; Mrs Tabret in The Sacred Flame by W. Somerset Maugham; and, in a part she was to reprise some thirty tears later, Mrs Candour in The School for Scandal, in which Charles Vane and Leslie Harcourt also appeared. She was paid the princely sum of £4 a week and took part in one-night performances in Ilford, Greenwich and Watford.

The year ended and Margaret’s hopes of further employment at the beginning of 1933 proved fruitless. Then she received a telephone call that marked an important milestone in her professional life. Dorothy Vaisey, who had continued to support and encourage her friend, cajoled a family member to help Margaret. Her eldest brother, A.R. Whatmore, was a respected writer, actor and producer. Dorothy had never ceased to remind him about her talented friend who was trying hard to become an established actress and seemed always to be in need of work. Finally having a project that was eminently suitable, Whatmore contacted Margaret to say and that he was directing a play entitled Wild Justice at the Lyric, Hammersmith, and just wondered whether if she might be interested in a very small part.





*Again, the identity is unknown.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   



OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Merriman paints a fascinating picture of Margaret’s
emergence as a national treasure’ Daily Mail

MARGARLT
RUTHERTORD






OPS/images/title.jpg
Margaret
Rutherford

DREADNOUGHT WITH GOOD MANNERS
A Biography by
ANDY MERRIMAN





OPS/images/image_ii.jpg





